JISC Learner Experience Phase 2

PB-LXP: Learners’ Experience of eLearning in Practice Courses

A student Case study

Frank (Business)

This case study summarises key points from interviews with one student on the Open University undergraduate course Business Organisations and their Environments, one of six courses included in the research project PB-LXP, funded by JISC 2007-09. Project documents are available from the OU Knowledge Network http://kn.open.ac.uk/public/workspace.cfm?wpid=8261 and the JISC website http://mw.brookes.ac.uk/display/JISCle2/Project+websites.  The case study provides an overview of student interviews completed in 2008 and the issues arising from the student’s experience of ICT on their course, and in the context of their work and social life. 

The course is a 60 point level 2 course, compulsory for degrees in Business, Computing and Business, and the Management Foundation degree. Students are assessed via six tutor marked assignments (TMAs) and an examination. The course is grounded in the student’s own experience of business organisations, whether as employee, customer or stakeholder. The four blocks of the course focus on Encountering Organisations, The Evolution of Organisations, The Context of Organisations and Re-encountering Organisations. Students are encouraged to use the Moodle eportfolio ‘MyStuff’ as a repository for material they develop for assessment. During Block 3, students work on a collaborative project involving online discussion as a tutor group, posting views on a wiki and constructing a group report as a shared product for use in each student’s assignment. Block 4 requires students to participate in their tutor group forum and marks are assigned for that in their assignment. The course meets QAA benchmark statements for Business Studies, including ICT skills, collaboration and working online. The course material is a mix of print and online, with high importance placed on regular updating in an area where change happens fast.

Student background and identity

This student is in the 40/45 age range and works as a sub-contracts and transport manager for a large haulage firm. He uses computers constantly at work, for databases, Microsoft software generally and some specialist software for haulage. In answer to a question about whether the course had any impact on his computer use he said this:

No I am pretty conversant with computers already. I build my own.

He was on course to complete a Business degree and planned to do an accounting course next. All his OU courses had been online, at least in part, and he clearly felt familiar with this mode of study:

Most of the stuff I have done with the OU has been online…a few of the courses have got books…It doesn’t bother me whether it’s done over the internet or via books… I mean as I say, I’m quite au fait with the internet…I’m on computers all the time in that respect…the way I look at it I mean I’m so used to using information technology as it is, it’s just routine for me so I can’t say whether it’s better or worse. I mean the last time I did book and paper study was when I was at school.

Later in the interview he started to talk about having his first computer, a Commodore 64 in 1986, and he clearly saw himself as a long-standing computer user, at home with the technology.

ICT and learning effectiveness

In the first interview early in his study of the course, he commented positively on the collaboration online that the course encouraged. He described an activity for example in week 17, where students have to draft a short report and upload it, with two students from the group adding their comments online. He obviously valued the practical aspect of this and the opportunity it gave for him to compare his own version with that of other students. This active comparing process helped him self-assess and also refine his own understanding:

This one I find quite good because at the moment we are doing week 17 where we pick criteria between us and write a short report on it, put it on the net, then two people are supposed to respond to your report and add their comments and their views to it to give you an insight…sometimes when you are writing something you don’t know whether you are quite there or not… you can’t compare. By compare I don’t mean plagiarise what they have written …but to read what they have written and see if you are on the same level…at least you can see what other students have written on the same subject, and sort of give me a bit better insight into their understandings.

He saw this as the most positive aspect of the course thus far

…the collaboration, where people are actually starting to get into it. You  can read other people’s view of what they are writing in the course, so this week has been the most positive side of it. Again that is all through the ICT part of it.

He also linked comparing different accounts with the benefits of using the web for one’s own research. He reported that he found it easier to understand particularly difficult material if he read different versions to supplement that provided by the course:

I’ll admit I tend to use Wikipedia, which isn’t the best resource in the world…but if you try with different author’s names you will get 15/20 different websites and that can make it clearer what they were talking about. When you read it once in a book you are getting their view, their interpretation of their own theory. But if you read it from 5 or 6 different sources you are getting a mixture of views and it can make it clearer for you.

He had been somewhat disappointed in the tutor group forum by comparison, and felt that the drop out of students from his own group reducing the group size to 12, meant that it was difficult to get the required level of response and input. He preferred the approach of an earlier course he studied, where there was a forum for the whole course, with much greater likelihood that a message would get some response, whatever time of the day or week it was sent:

…if you’ve got a small tutor group forum…ok you can talk to your tutor…but he may not always be available and you may have to wait a day before you get an answer. You don’t really want to phone him at home because he works as well, whereas a group discussion for the whole of the B120 course you could post your query up there and instead of having twelve people in a little group trying to answer you…you’ve got 5/600 people throughout the country and you will get a response to your query a lot quicker.

Students were also asked to contribute to a wiki and although he had not published to a wiki before he saw it as ‘no real problem – I have done web authoring before so that is nothing new to me.’ By the time of his interview at the end of the course, he looked back on the way he had used the wiki, commenting that he had left doing that aspect of the work too late. The course did not require students to complete their work for it until a deadline near the end of the course, making it possible for students to delay their input till towards the end of the course:

…it had to be finished by a certain date and not like the tutor group forums where you had to put your responses in by a certain time. I mean I did leave a lot of things to the last minute which I shouldn’t have done. I realise that I shouldn’t have done that but I did. Yeah so to do anything differently I would have to sort of been more active in the wiki than I had been.

Nevertheless, the benefits of the wiki were seen in terms of both a valuable opportunity to clarify ones own learning, and to improve revision for the examination. The main theories of the course were condensed and combined with interpretation. This student used all the wikis available to him for revision:

Interviewer: Do you think you would have done as well in revision without it?

Student: No I don’t think I’d have done as well. I mean I downloaded all the wikis from my group…I went through the lot of them…I used all the wikis from …all the group within our…tutor group and used all…three wikis as a revision tool rather than just one of them.







The MyStuff tool however he perceived to be pointless:

I found it completely pointless because to access any of the information you had to be online.

He had said this right from the beginning of the course:

I wouldn’t say it is hard to use. It is just more convenient the way I do it.

He used his own filing system to store the required documents, keeping a copy on his memory stick. He particularly found navigating to it using a browser time consuming by comparison. He described storing documents in Word and flicking between different pages on the two screens he had set up at work. He also printed out documents, which was easier than flicking between web pages. 

I don’t have to open a lot of web pages and just find it a lot easier for me. Then I can have a hard copy to look at…I can compare the two. I’ve got the computer set up with two screens for a different project…I often like to have the hard copy and I find it easier than flicking between web pages.

He had in any event downloaded all the course PDFs and stored them on his PDA and also on a memory stick as well. He copied and pasted most of the PDFs into Word files so that he could highlight key passages and add in his own notes. 

But I carry a memory stick about with me anyway and I’ve got my PDA so everything I had with me at all times in that respect…So I’ve got one to look at during my lunch breaks or free time.

This student had also used the internet to improve his grasp of difficult material and to provide contrasting texts to the course texts. He mentioned Wikipedia for example, but working in combination with other sources and the course:

I mean I do use the internet …for something I was reading out of books or some theories…I sort of captured the person’s name, or the theory…with somebody else’s perspective on a certain theory, especially when I didn’t quite understand it…tapping in the theory via the web browser and looking at Wikipedia and other various sources…reading other people’s interpretation of a theory made it easier for me to understand that theory as well and get my own interpretation of it.

Interestingly he also commented that he did not use the OU Library which has extensive online resources, and put this down to having to navigate to the site and the speed of using the Google search engine instead.

Interviewer: So why did you avoid the OU stuff?

Student: I had to navigate again…If I put a name or something in it would come up straightaway on a search engine. Some of the OU the way you search and reference things can be quite hard to navigate down to what you need….whereas the search engines are good. You can navigate very quickly to what you need.

In response to a question asking him to comment on the positive impacts of ICT on his learning, this student returned to the fact that he had been using the tools for years, apart from the wiki:

…Difficult one in the respect that I’m so used to using ICT…it’s not something new to me…apart from the wiki…which was new to me I must admit, in the respect of the way it was done…all the other stuff that come through on that course I’d used and done before and had been doing for years.

ICT and work/practice relationship

Although this student did not see any direct impact on his work context from the ICT he was using for study, he did see the course generally as having an impact on him and his work.

Oh yes it has an impact on my outlook and everything else. That is the whole idea of doing it – it would be pointless if it didn’t do anything. Interviewer: Can you give me a good example of how it’s changed you?

I think more of in the understanding of the world around me and the organisations around me. And how they interact with my organisation, whereas before I just had an insider view and not an outside view.

He saw his ease with ICT for study as reflecting his level of expertise and continued use of ICT at work:

…but the technology being used, apart from wiki I suppose, yeah I’d used that before, you know, working online, accessing information…I do that at work and source information and find information for various things…in that respect there was nothing new to me, nothing new.

Summary

A student who was comfortable with ICT and in a positive sense, took using his computer for granted, did not see ICT as making a major impact on his work activities, although he was clear about the benefits of the course as a whole. Nevertheless he identified various ways in which ICT on this course had enabled him to learn more effectively. Collaborative activities online fostered more participation by students and he valued this because it gave him more feedback on his own learning. He described the way in which comparing his own views with those of other students helped him self-assess and refine his own understanding. He used a similar process when searching for material online. He used different online sites to consult different versions of a particular idea or theory, to supplement course texts and help himself really understand the material. He saw this as more helpful than simply reading one version in a book. Overall, reading others’ comments and interpretations of course content gave him a much better grasp. He had also learned how to use a new tool in what he had been required to do with the course wiki and this had particularly benefitted his revision. He had also brought his existing ICT practice effectively to bear, in that he downloaded all the course PDFs onto his PDA and memory stick. He particularly valued the accessibility this provided, without having to be online. His familiarity with search engines and their ease of use by comparison with the online OU Library, meant that he did not use these specialist resources for study purposes but continued to use tools that he found quick and reliable. 
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